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a little too harsh, perhaps.   Choking trade, yes.   But not
yet to the point of death."
" Cheap-jacks on the pavement undercutting you ?" I
pursued.
He shrugged the shoulders of his smartly-cut European
costume. " It's not so much the price-cutting. Naturally
they can undersell. They pay no rent, no taxes, no staff,
so they can easily take a few annas off the price of any book
or magazine as compared with our figures. But that part
doesn't affect us so much. We have many books for sale
that they don't handle."
At that moment the interior of the shop reverberated to
a chorus of shrieks and yells which made speech impossible
for several minutes.
" What on earth was that ? " I demanded when the uproar
subsided.
" That's what does worry us," he replied with a graceful
gesture of resignation. " My old customers stay away
because they don't wish to buy their books where there is
such noise and such dirt. These refugees squabble and
fight among themselves all day long. Often there's so much
disturbance that it's almost impossible to keep our accounts
straight. It's too bad that old and respectable firms should
be driven out of business by this rabble."
" I sympathise with your troubles," I consoled him, " but
I must admit that I'm relieved to find you taking that
uproar so coolly. I was beginning to wonder if you had a
back-door I could sneak out of."
" Oh, the serious dangers are largely past," he assured
me, " though it's true that I never feel happy if I hear one
of the Sikh refugees getting into an argument over money
with a Muslim. Nothing has happened for months now,
round this district, but always there's the feeling that a
slight friction might lead to more riots and mass slaughters."
" Did you have much trouble, then, during the time of
partition ? " I advanced.